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Overview 


My interest in the Commercial Determinants of Health has grown over time, particularly the mechanisms by which large 
corporations influence consumption patterns, behaviours, and ultimately, our health. These mechanisms extend beyond 
supply chain manipulation and global financial practices; they also encompass the deliberate shaping of public opinion and 
discourse. 


Grant Ennis's thought-provoking book, Dark PR: How Corporate Disinformation Harms Our Health and _ the 
Environment (Daraja Press) delves into this intricate realm of influence. Ennis examines how corporations’ disinformation 
campaigns infiltrate our food environments, living environments, and even our planet's atmosphere, leading to a cascade of 
health and environmental consequences. 


This page contains a review of the book along with some highlights of the content and related resources for interested readers. 
Book Review 


About 10 years ago it was announced in my local newspaper that the Christmas Coke Truck was coming to town and seeing 
the article online meant | was lucky enough to see the Facebook comments from the good people of my city as well. | had two 
young children then, and the last thing | wanted to do was expose them to a multi-national advertising campaign that was 
trying to increase the sales of their ubiquitous sugar-sweetened beverage. A quick search online confirmed what | suspected 
that the Coke truck had only recently been an actual truck that people could see in their town in the UK however, half of the 
comments online were about the memories that the truck invoked, about how Christmas has only now begun and how they 
were only taking their children there for a treat and that it wouldn't change their consumption behaviour one bit. 


It's moments like this that we recount when explaining how we are so interested in a topic and the author Grant Ennis has 
said that in 2010 he was driving in San Francisco and saw a billboard for the Chevron Oil company. On it was the picture of a 
face, and superimposed in front of the face were the words “I will use less energy" and next to the face was a large Chevron 
logo. It was blatant examples of victim-blaming like this that motivated Ennis to write this book. 


In his book "Dark PR,” Grant Ennis exposes and categorises the devious ways in which corporations influence our health and 
the environment. He explains how these powerful entities use strategies like denialism, normalization, and victim-blaming to 
deflect blame and obscure the real causes of problems. Ennis argues that these tactics are used to distract us from the 
structural causes of these problems, such as government subsidies for harmful industries. 


Existing work on the Commercial Determinants of Health has highlighted the broader range of influence exerted by large 
corporations such as the multiple channels of marketing, supply chain control, lobbying of policy-makers and corporate 
citizenship (Kickbusch et al, 2016) or Freudenberg's Corporate Consumption Complex (2014) where he identified issues such 
as the prioritization of profit over public health, the promotion of unsustainable consumption, political influence and the 
erosion of Public Health Infrastructure. Mckee and Stuckler (2018) highlighted how corporations can influence health by 
defining the dominant narrative, setting the rules by which society (especially trade) operates, commodifying knowledge, and 
undermining political, social, and economic rights. So while Ennis's work does not explain the full picture of how large 
corporations influence our lives, it does complement existing work by having a laser-like focus on the framing of public 
discourse and the way that public perceptions and attitudes can be changed to best suit the aims of big business. 


Ennis introduces the idea of nine devious frames that sway public opinion and subsequently political debate. He outlines how 
framing is a crucial concept for people engaged in social change to understand and cites George Lakoff's description of frames 
as “mental structures that shape the way we see the world.” Ennis's nine frames are grouped into four areas termed big lies, 
panacea frames, victim blaming and complicated frames. One of Ennis's key arguments is that corporations often use 
seemingly innocuous messages like "save energy" or "eat healthy" to shift responsibility for these problems onto individuals. 
This is what he calls the "personal responsibility" frame. He argues that this frame is not only ineffective but also harmful, as 
it prevents us from taking action to address the root causes of these problems. 
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Ennis also argues that corporations often use ethical consumerism and divestment as a way to distract us from the realissues. 
He argues that these strategies are not only ineffective but also counterproductive, as they allow corporations to continue to 
operate without addressing their harmful practices. 


The book is broadly split into two sections with the first doing a brilliant job of categorising the various approaches to framing 
and PR that are designed to influence both end-users and policymakers. This section adds a lot to existing literature | have 
read and on every page, there are quotes and examples from across a range of sectors; so many that | have enjoyed going back 
and re-reading sections such as the one on normalisation v de-stigmatisation. While Ennis rightly highlights the need to 
question the normalisation of unhealthy changes in society, such as population-level weight gain, there is a clear tension 
between a message that can and has been co-opted by industry (e.g. body positivity; Mull, 2018) and the proper need to de- 
stigmatise obesity. Ennis explicitly addresses this by saying how it is an "admittedly difficult needle to thread" and in my 
opinion does a good job of explaining the challenges, highlighting how the issue has been co-opted, and signposting the reader 
to a wealth of relevant, interesting, and nuanced articles on the topic. 


The second section outlines the recommended actions that citizens could take to address these dark PR forces. This is the 
section that | have found the most interesting in terms of how! might use the recommendations myself and in my work with 
others. 


Others who have attempted to outline potential solutions and actions before include Freudenberg (2014) who advocated for 
strengthening public health infrastructure, enacting effective regulations, promoting sustainable consumption and 
challenging corporate Influence and Marion Nestle (2015) who advocated for increased transparency, empowering 
consumers, strengthening public health regulations, promoting healthy alternatives and holding corporations accountable. 
More recently, Maani et al (2022) advocate for greater awareness of the pollution of health discourses by industry actors, a 
greater focus on transparency and accountability of sources, the use of improved reframing for health and testing of counter- 
framing messages that successfully “inoculate” the public against industry-friendly framing. Also, see Lacy-Nichols et al 
(2022) for more ideas for what they term the "public health playbook". 


In contrast to these strategies, Ennis advocates for collective action and policy change. He argues that we need to organize 
together to pressure governments to change the policies that allow corporations to harm our health and the environment. He 
also argues that we need to hold corporations accountable for their actions. He favours the simplification of action and 
avoidance of complexity, suggesting that we can easily get distracted from effective action. He argues that citizens should 
strive to organize and be engaged politically, that "aggregate action is not collective action" and he explains how democracy 
needs to be thought of as much more than simply voting, Similarly, we need to move away from telling personal stories as 
these tend to spotlight heroes and victims while obscuring damaging political structures and undermining political will. 


This simplification is somewhat at odds with public health's concept of complexity, often employed to explain multifaceted 
health issues. It did remind me though of how complexity has, at times been co-opted by unhealthy commodity industries to 
distort public and policymaker perceptions (Petticrew et al, 2017). This deliberate obfuscation is frequently deployed in 
response to policy initiatives and emerging scientific evidence and aims to undermine effective public health measures, 
particularly regulations that curb their lucrative but damaging practices. 


Ennis's argument for simplicity and focused messaging resonates when addressing a broad audience of "citizens." However, 
recognizing the varying levels of power, resources, and influence among individuals, a more nuanced approach is potentially 
warranted. Specifically, tailoring messages and action plans to specific groups — local politicians, public health professionals, 
academics, sports club leaders, community leaders - can effectively empower individuals to make informed choices and 
harness their unique influence. This balance between simplicity and multi-layered, even complex, actions is a topic that has 
sparked lively discussions among my students and me since reading the book. This engagement underscores the book's 
thought- provoking nature and its ability to stimulate meaningful conversations. 


Dark PR is a thought-provoking book that is enjoyable to read and full of great quotes and examples. Ennis's meticulous 
research and compelling arguments shed a stark light on the insidious influence of corporate disinformation. The book is a 
must-read for anyone who wants to understand how corporations shape our understanding of health and the environment. 
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Related Resources 


Podcasts with the author, Grant Ennis 


Money, Power, Health with Nason Maani - https://open.spotify.com/episode/4Nmfbyv7pj3|IX9MScYeuLZ 

The War on Cars - https://open.spotify.com/episode/30lsyYkpugb5NwRpRhCl5a?si=69ac8f6b80284893&nd=1 
Family Health Lab: End Fat Shaming with Grant Ennis 
- https://open.spotify.com/episode/401McUAgOhN5yuMCyxloxQ?si=Hd229-bZSNeeFvfouGZ2Cg&nd=1 


Resources signposted from the book 


Frameworks Institute - https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/ 


Selected References from the book 
These are a few interesting references that | have chosen; the book is one of the most well-referenced and citation-dense (but 
readable) books | have read. There are loads more. 


Jamieson, K. H., & Waldman, P. (2003). The press effect: Politicians, journalists, and the stories that shape the political 
world. Oxford University Press, USA. 

Lakoff, G. (2014). The all new don't think of an elephant!: Know your values and frame the debate. Chelsea Green 
Publishing. 

Mull, A. (2018) Body Positivity ls a Scam. Vox Magazine. https://www.vox.com/2018/6/5/1723621 2/body-positivity- 
scam-dove-campaign-ads 
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GRANT ENNIS 


The Cross-Industry Playbook: The Nine Devious Frames 
(Grant Ennis, 2022) 


Climate 
denialism 


There is no 
problem 


Sugar is not 
unhealthy 


Car-dependency 
doesn't kill 


1. Denialism 


3 


; “Climate 
Normalization 


change” 


False dawns 

‘ promised that 7 Autonomous Carbon 

5. Magic nevereenat Genetic Cures Cars Capture 
materialize 


Shift blame from 
policies causing 
the problems, to 
the victims 


7. Victim 
Blaming 


individualism individualism 


Devious frames 
9. that don’t work, No one solution can work on its own, 
Multifactorial | do work if you we need a combination of the above 
combine them 


Preferred Citation: Jane, Ben. “Dark PR by Grant Ennis - Review by Dr. Ben Jane.” Ben Jane Fitness, December 11, 2023. 
https://www.benjanefitness.com/reviews/darkpr. 


Image from: Ennis, G. (2023). Dark PR: How Corporate Disinformation Harms Our Health and the Environment. Wakefiled, 
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intimidate and vilify 
critics 


Attack and undermine 
legitimate science 


Frame and reframe 
discussion and debate 
Camouflage actions 


Influence the political 
process 


Develop corporate 
alternatives to policies 


Deploy corporate social 
responsibility and 
partnerships 


Requlation and policy 
avoidance and evasion 


Definition 


Use smear tactics, intimidation, and lawsuits (or threats of) against industry critics, 
such as scientists, academics, health practitioners, advocates, and civil society groups 
Fund counter-studies, sponsor conferences, recruit corporate scientists, skew data, 
distort evidence, claim manipulation, exaggerate uncertainty, plant doubt, minimise 
the severity of the issue, insist the problem is very complex, and demand balance for 
both sides 

Promote narratives of personal or individual responsibility, moderation, consumer 
freedoms, free markets, the nanny state, government intrusion, and businesses as 
part of the solution 

Leverage front groups and pseudo civil-society groups to act as a mouthpiece for the 
industry, create the appearance of independence, and avoid bad publicity 


Lobby, make political donations, recruit former politicians, and participate in policy 
development to influence, block, weaken, and delay policy and requlatory outcomes 


Create voluntary self-regulation, codes, and commitments to delay or pre-empt 
public health interventions 


Donate to community groups, sports, entertainment, and non-governmental 
organisations, and develop public-private partnerships with governments and 
credible organisations to foster corporate goodwill and distract and deflect from 
harmful products or behaviour 

impede the implementation of policies through legal challenges in national and 
international courts, alongside use of legal loopholes, tax avoidance, corporate 
restructuring, and violation of laws, treaties, and codes 


Synthesised from the following sources: Wiist,* Brownell and Wamer,” Freudenberg,’ Oreskes and Conway,* and Moodie.” 
Table: Methods employed by the corporate playbook 


Example 


In Colombia and Mexico, of a tax on sugary drinks received 
threatening phone calls and had their computers hacked 


Chemical company Monsanto deliberately blocked research that could show the 
toxicity of its product Roundup, and company employees were ghostwriters on 
supposedly independent research 


The plastics industry coined the term litterbug and created a campaign focused 
on personal responsibility for waste to distract from proposed requlations of 
their production practices 

Big Oil promotes itself as supportive of climate change policies yet spends 
millions on trade associations such as the American Petroleum Institute, which 
vigorously oppose regulation of fossil fuels 


Google has more than 258 instances of former government employees starting 
work in the private sector (and vice versa) in the USA, including individuals from 
the White House, the Department of Justice, and the Federal Trade 

In response to concerns about Meta’s promotion of hate speech and inciting 
violence, the company has developed an internal oversight board, which is 
criticised for its lack of independence and mandate 


Consultancy firms such as KPMG portray themselves as giving back to society— 
meanwhile the company has helped tobacco companies to develop their own, 
misleading corporate social responsibility campaigns 


Philip Morris International unsuccessfully sued the Australian and Uruguayan 
Governments to block implementation of their laws requiring plain packaging 
and warning labels on tobacco products 


"Methods employed by the corporate playbook" Lacy-Nichols, J., Marten, R., Crosbie, E., & Moodie, R. (2022). The public 
health playbook: ideas for challenging the corporate playbook. The Lancet Global Health, 10(7), e1067- 
e1072. https://doi.org/10.1016/S2214-109X(22)00185-1 
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Panel: Recommendations for the public health playbook 


Expand public health training and coalitions 

Expand training provided to public health practitioners and 
actively recruit non-traditional public health personnel into 
the service of public health 


Increase public sector resources 

Promote policies and initiatives to ensure that governments 
have the financial and human resources to quarantee their 
citizens the right to fundamental goods and services 


Link with and learn from social movements to foster 
collective solidarity 

Learn from the countertactics and political knowledge of 
other activist organisations and foster collective solidarity 
through shared goals and coalition building 


Protect public health advocates from industry threats 
Develop a set of resources to inform and support health 
practitioners, researchers, and other public health actors 


Develop and implement rigorous conflict of interest 
safequards 

Protect public health organisations and policies from 
inappropriate commercial influence 


Monitor and expose corporate activities 

Systematically gather intelligence on the market activities 
and political activities of corporations and share this 
information widely 


Debunk corporate arguments 
Provide a counter to corporate arguments that highlights the 
social and commercial determinants of health 


Leverage diverse commercial interests 

identify divergent interests or tensions between commercial 
actors and strategically leverage these to weaken industry 
coalitions or individual companies 
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